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ABSTRACT

The current study focused on contribution to the Sociometer theory by exploring the portion of the sociometer
that operates within conscious awareness. The researcher gathered information regarding the lived experience
of young adults’ engagement in binge drinking to increase self-esteem and social acceptance using a qualitative
Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA). A purposive sample of five female college students ages of 22-24
meeting inclusions criteria via researcher developed screening was recruited. Data was collected via face-to-face, semi-
structured interviews that were then transcribed, member-checked, and analyzed according to IPA methodology.
Themes included: Low self-esteem led to binge drinking; causes and effects of binging behavior were cyclical in
nature; there was a conscious awareness of the relationship between self-esteem and relational value; there was
a conscious awareness of the cognitive processes regarding attempts to increase self-esteem. These findings have
expanded upon the existing research regarding SMT to shed light on the portion of the sociometer that operates
within conscious awareness. The participants’ descriptions of their lived experiences provided evidence supporting
the conscious awareness of the relationship between self-esteem and relational value which supports existence of
the conscious portion of the sociometer that motivates behavior in response to low self-esteem signaling decreased
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relational value.
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INTRODUCTION

Humans have an innate need to belong [1]. As humans, we live
in a social world that often requires interaction with groups of
others [2]. Individuals pursue opportunities for social interaction
to fulfill their belongingness needs; if the needs are thwarted, the
individual’s health and well-being may suffer [1,3]. While failure
to fulfill such needs is associated with negative outcomes both
physical and psychological, for the individual, threats to such needs
may lead to emotional distress that motivates a person to seek need
fulfillment [3,4]. Experiencing social rejection, a sense of failure, or
embarrassment may endanger belongingness needs, and when this
happens, a drop in levels of self-esteem may occur [5,6].

Young adulthood is a time in which individuals experience
increased focus on social relations and one’s own relational value
[7-12]. Young adults may try to form social bonds by conforming
to their peers to gain positive social experiences, increase personal

confidence, or to cope with the concern of isolation [7,8]. While it
may appear that behavior an attempt of maintaining or increasing
self-esteem; this behavior is actually an attempt protect or even
boost one’s relational value [3,13-15]. People will continue to
attempt to have their needs met to increase relational value [3].

Sociometer theory

The present study was based on the Socio-Meter Theory (SMT),
a pertinent self-esteem theory [6,16]. SMT theorizes that humans
possess an internal system that continually examines the
individual’s social surroundings to note change in one’s relational
value [6]. In this system, self-esteem is the gauge, or the sociometer
that signals these changes [6]. Elevated relational value increases
the probability of social inclusion, support and protection [6]. The
changes that signal the potential of losing such innately important
provisions causes self-esteem to decrease, which may lead a person
to seek social acceptance [6]. Accordingly, people are driven to

Correspondence to: Tiffany Erin Gorsuch Bainter, Department of Psychology, Western Illinois University, 1 University Circle, Macomb, Illinois, USA,

61455, E-mail: TE-Bainter@wiu.edu

Received: 09-Sep-2022, Manuscript No. JALDD-22-19457; Editor assigned: 12-Sep-2022, PreQC No. JALDD-22-19457 (PQ); Reviewed: 26-Sep-
2022, QC No. JALDD-22-19457; Revised: 03-Oct-2022, Manuscript No. JALDD-22-19457 (R); Published: 10-Oct-2022, DOI: 10.35248/2329-

6488.22.10.370

Citation: Bainter TEG, Ackerman M (2022) Support for the Portion of the Sociometer that Operates within Conscious Awareness. ] Alcohol Drug

Depend. 10:370.

Copyright: © 2022 Bainter TEG, et al. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

J Alcohol Drug Depend, Vol.10 Iss.5 No:1000370



Bainter TEG, et al.

increase acceptance and therefore their relational value in response
to a signal that it is low or declining, indicated by the sociometer
rather than to increase self-esteem for the sake of itself [6]. SMT
offers that belongingness needs motivate the maintenance of
relational value [5,6]. Changes in relational value are signaled by
changes in self-esteem that prompt the engagement in conformity
behaviors to increase relational value [6, 16-19]. According to SMT,
the necessity for self-esteem is essentially the need to avoid social
exclusion; levels of self-esteem may decrease not only in response
to the experience of social rejection but also if the perception of
decreased relational value, indicating the impact of the individual’s
perception of relational value [6]. As a result, behaviors to maintain
or increase self-esteem are actually aimed at increasing interpersonal
acceptance to enhance relational value [6]. Therefore, people are
not concerned with protecting self-esteem itself but use self-esteem
as a gauge to increase levels of social acceptance [6].

Empirical applications of SMT boast findings that support the
main tenet of SMT, namely the premise that rejection leads to
decreases in self-esteem and social acceptance leads to increases
in self-esteem, however a distinction must be added, suggesting
that actual social acceptance impacts one’s self-perception of
social acceptance indicating that conscious awareness impacts the
building and maintenance of self-esteem [16]. There is a lack of
empirical analysis regarding this portion of the sociometer as it
impacts behavior [16,20]. This study aimed to further develop the
SMT to provide a more thorough understanding of binge drinking
as it was related to self-esteem and social acceptance in young adults
to increase the understanding of the portion of the sociometer that
operates within conscious awareness. Currently, there is not a clear
understanding of the portion of the sociometer that operates within
the individual’s conscious awareness to impact one’s behavior
[16,20]. One recent study Gorsuch Bainter and Ackerman, found
young adults that reported experiencing thwarted belongingness
as well as self-perceived low relational value chose to engage in
binge drinking to conform to be more like their peers to try to
increase self-esteem and relational value. The present study sought
to expand upon the findings of Gorsuch Bainter and Ackerman by
examining the role of binge drinking on as self-esteem and social
acceptance. Exploration was necessary to help understand attempts
to increase self-esteem and ultimately relational value in the young
adult population [16,20]. The purpose of this qualitative study
was to extend upon the current empirical understanding of SMT
through an exploration the portion of the sociometer that operates
within conscious awareness. To contribute to theory, the researcher
assessed the lived experience of young adults’ binge drinking
behavior; namely their attempts to increase social acceptance and
self-esteem.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The current study focused on contribution to SMT by exploring
the portion of the sociometer that operates within conscious
awareness. This required an appreciation of the young adults’ lived
experience of attempting to increase their self-esteem and social
acceptance by choosing to binge drink to conform to their peers. A
qualitative phenomenological approach selected as it would allow
for researcher to gather descriptions of the lived experience of
binge drinking as a conformity behavior as it relates to self-esteem
and social acceptance. A prevailing advantage of this approach to
research is that it allowed for an understanding of lived experience
from the inside of the participants’ subjective experiences resulting
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in an increased understanding of the lived experience of these
young adults [21]. A major strength of this approach is that it
described and interpreted the nature of lived experience in a rich
and thorough way, thus providing thorough descriptions and
interpretations of the portion of the sociometer that operates
within conscious awareness [21].

The model of phenomenology that was used in the present work
is the Interpretive Phenomenological Approach (IPA) introduced
by Smith. The essential focus of IPA is to contribute to the field
through a greater understanding of existing research, thus it is the
best fit to contribute to SMT through a greater understanding
of the existing research regarding the theory. Within IPA, the
researcher’s role is to put themselves in the participant’s place and
ask critical questions of the participant’s words while remaining
cognizant that there is no direct relationship between what the
participant expresses and what they experience. The current study
sought to gain an understanding of how the young adults make
sense of and assign meaning to binge drinking as it relates to their
social cognition, namely, thoughts associated with self-esteem and
social acceptance through an exploration of the lived experience.
IPA operates with the understanding that human psychological
research involves a double interpretation of meaning in that the
participant is attempting to make sense of experiences while the
researcher is trying to make sense of the participant that is trying to
make sense of experiences.

A purposive sample was drawn from a pool of individuals within the
age range of 18 years to 24 years old who volunteered to participate
in the study. The study was advertised on a flyer in an academic
building of a Midwest university, a local coffee shop and on public
Facebook pages. Those who expressed interest in participation by
contacting the researcher were given appointments to complete
screening measures. The goal of the use of this purposive sample
is homogeneity within the sample by choosing participants within
the age range of 18 years to 24 years that disclosed the experience
of thwarted belongingness needs, self-perceived low relational
value and conformity tendency in their alcohol consumption. The
sample size consisted of five participants, based on the suggested
sample size suggested by Smith and Osborn as it allows for detailed
engagement with each participant as well as in-depth examination
of similarities, differences, convergence and divergence in the data.

The criteria for eligibility were determined using a screening
measure developed by the researcher. This measure was based
on existing literature; screening for thwarted belongingness, self-
perceived low relational value and alcohol consumption conformity.
Evidence suggests that humans possess a desire to be emotionally
close to those that they feel are important and may attempt to avoid
feeling lonely by attempting to get close to those around them [21].
Having negative social experiences could leave a person feeling
as if their belongingness needs are at risk of not being met and a
sense of loneliness can occur even when one is in close physical
proximity to others if that individual feels emotionally isolated
[2,4,5,21,22]. With this considered, the researcher created two
questions to screen for thwarted belongingness by inquiring about
the individual’s sense of loneliness and satisfaction in relationships.
In order to meet minimum criteria for inclusion on this segment,
the participant must have answered either affirmative to the first
question or negative to the second question. Those answering both
affirmative to the first question and negative to the second question
were also included. The individuals also met minimum criteria for
inclusion on the other two segments as well to be included in the
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sample.

The second section of the screening tool sought to explore self-
perceived low relational value. Existing evidence posits that an
individual’s perceived relational value is an estimation of the extent
to which they feel valued by others [6,24]. Given this information,
the researcher crafted one question asking about a person’s
sense that they are valued in their relationships to screen for self-
perceived low relational value. Answering “yes” to this question in
this segment qualified the individual for inclusion. The individual
must also have met the minimum criteria for inclusion on the
other two segments as well to be included in the sample.

The third and final portion of the screening tool developed by the
researcher screened for alcohol consumption conformity. Based
on existing data, an individual’s attitudes and behaviors can be
influenced by their perception of social norms, and when this
occurs, it is referred to as conformity [25]. Conformity to group
norms can be seen as an attempt to gain acceptance and social
approval [15,26,27]. Those in the young adult population report
that they endeavor to establish social connections with their peers
by matching their behavior to gain positive social experiences,
increase personal confidence, to be perceived positively or attempt
to deal with concerns of social isolation [7,8].

Individuals are motivated to have their belongingness needs by
conforming and to increase the chances of social approval to increase
relational value [10,12,27]. Research indicates that conformity is
demonstrated by various behaviors, including the use of alcohol
[25]. Those individuals who report engaging in greater amounts
of binge drinking behavior also report an increased tendency to
engage in comparisons between themselves and others and an
increased likelihood for conformity [9]. The researcher created two
questions to assess conformity in alcohol consumption to increase
social acceptance, inclusion and to be perceived positively by
others. Answering “yes” to any one question or both questions in
this segment qualified the individual for inclusion. The individual
must also meet minimum criteria for inclusion on the other two
segments as well to be included in the sample.

Additionally, the sample also was willing to participate with an
audio recorded interview and proficient in English. The sample
consisted of five participants ranging between 22 years and 24
years old (mean of 22.8); three participants were Caucasian, one
participant was African American, and participant was Hispanic.
The sample consisted of only female participants.

Though five males took part in the screening, none of them qualified
for inclusion. Though being currently enrolled in a university was
not an inclusion requirement; all five of the participants were
currently enrolled in a local fouryear university; three participants
were undergraduate status and two were graduate status.

Participants who qualified took part in a semi-structured interview
that consisted of a small number of questions for main themes for
discussion. Gathering information regarding the lived experience
of the young adults via interviews also allowed for greater depth and
breadth of information to be gathered to allow for data saturation
to be achieved increasing the validity of the results. Prompt themes
regarding the lived experience of self-esteem, the participant’s
experience of their own relational value, the participant’s affect and
thoughts associated with binge drinking as well as self-esteem and
relational value, the nature of their binge drinking behavior, and
the participant’s reflection on the function of the binge drinking
behavior were explored. These prompt themes were selected as

J Alcohol Drug Depend, Vol.10 Iss.5 No:1000370

OPEN aACCESS Freely available online

answers to these themes provided a greater understanding of the
individual’s lived experience in regard to internal cognitive processes
associated with self-esteem and binge drinking behavior to shed
light on the conscious portion of the sociometer within SMT. Field
testing was performed by y three experts to ensure the questions
were suitable. The researcher conducted interviews according to
conditions outlined by Smith and Osborn. The interview format
was adaptable as the researcher allowed the participants’ thoughts
and interest to guide the focus of the interview. The interview
began with a general question so as to encourage the participant
to freely explore the topic. If it was noted that the participant did
not understand or provided only a short response, the researcher
then prompted in a more specific way. The researcher encouraged
the participants to elaborate within their responses but was also
sure to avoid leading questions as well as value-laden terms or
phrasing. The interviews were audio recorded in order to protect
the anonymity of the participants. The researcher conducted
preliminary analyses to determine if data saturation had occurred
after each interview. Upon the confirmation that thick and rich
information had been collected via the interviews so that no new
information or themes were uncovered and no additional coding
was possible, it was determined that data saturation was reached.

RESULTS

Data processing and analysis was conducted utilizing the IPA
methodology as described by Smith; which consisted of four stages.
In the first stage, the data was processed exploring the transcription
of the interview. The researcher noted pauses, mistakes and speech
dynamics evident in the transcription [28]. An idiographic analysis
of each transcript was done with each audio recorded interview
before moving on to the next.

The readers read each transcript multiple times while making
detailed notes of the significant points in the interview. A separate
table was used to interpret notes and identify themes across
transcripts [28]. The second step of data analysis consisted of the
researcher rereading the transcripts to note themes that captured
the important features of the interview in addition to looking for
apparent connections between themes [28]. In the third stage,
after reading each transcript multiple times the researcher created
another table that contained superordinate themes and subthemes
from the transcripts in an attempt to provide structure to the
analysis by noting clusters of themes [28]. In the fourth stage, a
master table of themes was created to identify main superordinate
themes; this table also included quotes from the participants’
interviews [28]. In the data processing and analysis process,
the researcher sought to create structure by connecting related
identified themes into common clusters that would create groups
of themes and then identifying superordinate categories [28,29].
For triangulation to establish credibility, an additional reader was
given clear transcripts and tables of superordinate and subordinate
themes. It was established that the researcher and reader had 100%
interrater reliability for superordinate and subordinate themes and
there was no additional deliberation between the researcher and
the additional reader. The software program Dedoose was utilized
for data analysis.

Research question one

The first research question posed by the researcher focused on how
the young adults felt that their level of self-esteem related to their
behavioral attempts to increase their relational value. It seems from
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the present research that a theme of low self-esteem was associated
with the binge consumption of alcohol. Additionally, themes of
conscious awareness and the cyclical nature of behavior emerged
as well.

Low self-esteem led to binge drinking

Four of the five young adults interviewed within the study
indicated that low levels of self-esteem had led to the engagement
in the binge consumption of alcohol and that they had consciously
chosen to binge drink with the goal of increasing their level of
self-esteem. One participant reported that she felt that her lack of
self-esteem had “definitely encouraged” her to “fill the empty void
with alcohol” and she felt that other young adults behaved similarly
in that they would “turn to a bottle like it’s a friend” to “boost”
their low levels of self-esteem. A second participant noted that
she felt that binge drinking helped her become more confident in
social situations and increased her self-esteem when she was with
others. She indicated that she believed that low levels of self-esteem
“probably impact people to drink more” for the same purpose.
Another participant indicated that she felt that her self-esteem did
increase and she did gain confidence when she was “drunk” so
that if she wanted to feel confident and increase her sense of self-
esteem, she would choose to binge drink to achieve that goal. The
final participant disclosed that she had multiple experiences when
she would choose to engage in binge drinking “in order to boost”
her self-esteem so that she was not “thinking about it so much”.
She elaborated on her disclosure to share that when she would
binge drink she felt she was more accepted by others which helped
her to “feel better” about herself and raise her level of self-esteem.

Causes and effects of binging behavior were cyclical in
nature

It appears that just as low self-esteem and negative emotionality
are reportedly reasons why young adults engage in binge drinking
behavior; both of these experiences seem to be consequences of
the binges as well. Two of the participants indicated that they were
cognizant of the cyclical nature of their incentive to binge being
the same as the consequences of their binges. One reported that
feelings of sadness led her to want to begin a drinking episode that
escalates into a binge. She shared:

“My emotions tend to drive me after a certain point. Like I'll go
into an evening, and even at the bar and alright ‘T'll go I'm only
going to have 2 shots, thats it’, and then I still start a tab and it will
end up being a lot larger than I thought. I feel down and I drink
and then I decide I don’t want the party to stop... I just I think the
worst part about binge drinking is, uh, I've done things that I regret.
I have a lot of regrettable experiences, um, I've been assaulted and
been the victim of a lot of bad instances and you know that leads
to depression and then that leads to more drinking. It’s kind of a
cycle.”

She cited sadness and regret associated with the cyclical nature of
her behavior.

Similarly, another participant noted that if she wanted to feel
more confident she would binge drink, but that binge drinking
had caused her to gain a substantial amount of weight which had
led her have lower levels of self-esteem. She disclosed that she was
aware of the cycle in which she would drink to feel better about her
appearance but that her appearance was being impacted negatively
by the binging she was using to cope. She shared:
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“I feel like my self-esteem gets like higher like I get more confidence
once [ um like once I'm drunk and stuff so like if I want to feel
confident I'll drink but then it’s like uh, a really bad cycle because
when I drink I gain weight.”

There was a conscious awareness of the relationship
between self-esteem and relational value

A theme of conscious awareness of the relationship between
self-esteem and relational value became evident to support the
conclusion that the young adults within the present sample were
consciously aware of the impact of their self-esteem on behavioral
attempts to increase their perceived relational value. Four of the
five young adults reported that both their low self-esteem and low
relational value was associated with binge drinking behavior. Two
of these participants indicated an awareness of the connection
between their level of self-esteem and their relational value. In
addition to this, there existed come indication of a conscious
connection between self-esteem and relational value in the reports
of two of the participants.

One of the four disclosed that her low self-esteem led to a feeling
that she does not matter as much as others do in relationships.
She attributed her perceived low relational value to be a direct
result of her low selfesteem. The fourth participant reported
that gaining social acceptance when binge drinking increased
her perceived relational value and when her relational value
increased she felt her self-esteem increased as well. This finding
supports newly developing ideas within the existing literature that
suggest that individuals’ feelings about themselves are impacted
by others’ perceptions of them [16]. Existing literature posits that
if self-perceptions are impacted by the perceptions of others, this
would serve as support for the concept of conscious awareness of
relational value [6,16]. Researchers in the field have proposed this
[16], vet existing research findings have yet to definitively support
the existence of this conscious awareness [16]. However, the
findings of the current study suggest that participants in this study
did have a conscious awareness of relational value.

Research question two

A second research question focused on the young adults’ internal
cognitive processes regarding self-esteem and their attempts to
increase relational value. The theme of conscious awareness of the
relationship between self-esteem and binging behavior in that all
five participants reported being cognizant of connection between
these two concepts within their personal experiences became
apparent.

There was a conscious awareness of the cognitive processes
regarding attempts to increase self-esteem

All five of the young adults who participated in the present research
indicated an awareness of their internal cognitive processes
regarding their self-esteem and either attempts to increase their
self-esteem in and of it or to increase their self-esteem by increasing
their perceived relational value. Four of the participants indicated
that they were aware in the moment that their level of self-esteem
led to a conscious choice to binge drink with the aim of increasing
self-esteem while the fifth participant reported a retroactive
awareness of the connection. This participant reported that prior
to our interview, she had never considered that the concepts of
self-esteem and binge drinking could be related and that she had
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“never really thought this deeply about these kinds of questions”
but indicated through our discussion that she had come to believe
that young adults could binge drink as a result of low levels of self-
esteem. Of those participants who expressed conscious awareness
of their cognitive processes regarding the connection between self-
esteem and binge drinking, one participant labeled alcohol as a
“self-esteem booster” and disclosed that her “lack” of self-esteem
“definitely encouraged” her to engage in the binge consumption of
alcohol to feel better about herself. Another participant reported
being cognizant that her self-esteem and level of “confidence”
increased when she was “drunk” so that she reported that when
she wanted to feel “confident” she would choose to binge drink
alcohol. Another participant reported that she believed that low
levels of self-esteem would lead to greater alcohol consumption and
she also chose to engage in binge drinking with the aim of feeling
more “confident” and increasing her self-esteem. This participant
acknowledged a direct connection between binges drinking to
increase her self-esteem as well as the connection between her low
self-esteem and her low relational value. She went on to express
her understanding of her behavior that her low self-esteem and
low relational value led her to binge to attempt to increase her self-
esteem as well as to feel “more valued”; thus increasing her perceived
relational value. A fifth participant reported that she felt that when
she was binge drinking she was able to “stop over thinking” which
led her to feel more “confident” and have increased self-esteem, so
that she would systematically choose to binge consume alcohol with
the intention of increasing her self-esteem. The same participant
disclosed an awareness of a connection between her self-esteem
and her perceived relational value in that she reported that she
would drink alcohol to increase her relational value which would
result in increases in her level of self-esteem as well. All themes are
contained in Table 1.

Table 1: Participant demographic information.

Variable n (%) Mean SD
Age
22 2 (40)
22.8 0.837
23 2 (40)
24 1(20)
5 (100)
Gender
Female 5 (100)
Male 00
5 (100)
Racial/Ethnic
category
White 3 (60)
mernn 1o
Hispanic 1(20)
5 (100)
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Academic class

status
Sophomore 1(20)
Junior 2 (40)
I year L 00)
graduate
nd
radume 1o
5 (100)

The outcome results of the present study indicated that young
adults’ level of self-esteem was associated with engagement in
binge drinking in young adults. Through an exploration of self-
esteem and relational value, there was some evidence of a cyclical
pattern between reasons for engaging in a binge and then a binge
perpetuating those same reasons. There was also some indication
that there was a conscious awareness of the relationship between
self-esteem and binging behavior.

DISCUSSION

The findings of the present study were evaluated as they related
to literature and theory. The first research question posed by
the researcher focused on how the young adults felt their level
of self-esteem related to their behavioral attempts to increase
their relational value. In gathering information regarding their
feelings, evidence emerged that the participants believed that
their experience of low self-esteem led them to engage in the binge
consumption of alcohol; additionally, it seemed that a cyclical
nature of the causes and effects of binging behavior was evident as
well. Additionally, the present research also showed evidence that
indicated that a conscious awareness of the relationship between
self-esteem and relational value existed.

Low self-esteem led to binge drinking

The present research indicated that low levels of self-esteem lead
to binge drinking in the young adult participants. Four of the five
young adults interviewed within the study indicated that low levels
of self-esteem had led them to engage in the binge consumption of
alcohol and that they had consciously decided to binge drink with
the goal of increasing their level of self-esteem. Existing literature
in the field exploring SMT indicates that the sociometer does serve
an indicative function in that it does in fact serve as a tracking
device to monitor an individual’s level of social acceptance. The
present study supported not only the indicative function of the
sociometer but that this sociometer does in fact trigger behavioral
change in that in the present sample of young adults, low relational
value signaled by low self-esteem promoted behavioral change for
all participants in the study.

Causes and effects of binging behavior were cyclical in
nature

It appeared that just as low self-esteem and negative emotionality
are reportedly reasons why young adults engage in binge drinking
behavior; it seems that both of these experiences seem to be
consequences of the binges as well. Two of the participants indicated
that they are cognizant of the cyclical nature of their incentive to
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binge being the same as the consequences of their binges. One
reported that feelings of sadness led her to want to begin a drinking
episode that escalates into a binge and another noted that if she
wanted to feel more confident she would binge drink, but that
binge drinking had caused her to gain a substantial amount of
weight which had led her have lower levels of self-esteem. Existing
literature provided vast evidence that low self-esteem and negative
emotionality is related to engagement in binge drinking behaviors,
particularly when trying to increase self-esteem by trying to increase
relational value [3,12,14-20,28]. However, neither SMT nor existing
literature have provided a proposal regarding the outcome of binge
consumption of alcohol aimed at increasing self-esteem or coping
with negative emotionality. Thus, the initial aim of binging to
either cope or gain confidence is supported by existing literature
but research evidence is lacking regarding the effects of binging for
these purposes thus the cyclical nature of the binging behavior is
not evident in existing literature.

There was a conscious awareness of the relationship
between self-esteem and relational value

A theme of conscious awareness of the relationship between
self-esteem and relational value became evident to support the
conclusion that the young adults within the present sample were
consciously aware of the impact of their self-esteem on behavioral
attempts to increase their perceived relational value. Four of the
five young adults reported that both their low self-esteem and
low relational value was associated with binge drinking behavior.
In addition to this, there existed come indication of a conscious
connection between self-esteem and relational value in the reports
of two of the participants. This finding supports newly developing
ideas within the existing literature that suggest that individuals’
feelings about themselves are impacted by others’ perceptions
of them [17]. Existing literature posits that if self-perceptions are
impacted by the perceptions of others, this would serve as support
for the concept of conscious awareness of relational value [6,17].
Researchers in the field have proposed this [17], yet existing
research findings have yet to definitively support the existence of
this conscious awareness [17]. However, the findings of the current
study suggest that participants in this study did have a conscious
awareness of relational value.

The second research question that focused on the exploration of
the experience of the young adults associated with their internal
cognitive processes regarding their self-esteem and their attempts
to increase their relational value. In gathering data regarding the
lived experience of the young adults in the sample; a theme of a
conscious awareness of the young adults’ cognitive processes about
their attempts to increase their self-esteem surfaced.

There was a conscious awareness of the cognitive processes
regarding attempts to increase self-esteem

A theme of the conscious awareness of the cognitive processes
regarding attempts to increase self-esteem emerged as support
for the outcome that there was a conscious awareness of the
relationship between self-esteem and binging behavior. This was
supported within the present study by the notion of all of the
participants reported being cognizant of a connection between
their self-esteem and their attempts to increase their relational
value. It is proposed that individuals’ feelings about themselves
are impacted by others’ perceptions of them, this could signify a
conscious awareness of relational value, though research has not
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yet definitively proven this to be true [6,17]. The present study does
support the existence of the conscious awareness of relational value
in that two of the participants reported a conscious awareness of
connection between their self-esteem and their perceived relational
value. Existing research regarding SMT goes further to suppose
that the impact of self-perceived relational value impacts self-esteem
which would validated the assumption that there is a portion of
the sociometer that operates within conscious awareness [17].
The present study shows that four of the participants indicated
conscious awareness of their relational value as it impacted their
binging behavior. All participants were aware of the internal
cognitive processes regarding their self-esteem and either attempts
to increase their self-esteem by increasing relational value or
their conscious attempts to binge to feel better about themselves.
Additionally, the present study provided support for the idea that
a portion of the sociometer operates within conscious awareness.
The theme is consistent with theory; SMT posits that the impact
of self-perceived relational value impacts self-esteem which would
validate the assumption that there is a portion of the sociometer
that operates within conscious awareness [17]. The present study
expanded upon the existing literature regarding SMT by gathering
information about the portion of the sociometer that operates
within the young adults’ conscious awareness and supporting the
claim by providing evidence for the impact of perceived relational
value on behavior.

The interpretation of the results could potentially be influenced
by a number of factors. It was assumed that the participants were
independent and were sharing honest and truthful information;
however, due to the use of interviews to gather information,
credibility of the results may be limited as the participants may have
felt compelled to give socially desirable responses. Additionally, the
utilization of a purposive sample of young adults living in the same
geographic location and attending the same university, assumed
that the participants were representative of the greater population
of young adults. Though, it is important to consider is that this
purposive sample could have potentially impact the results.

The use of a purposive sample that consisted of only young adult
females would potentially impact the interpretation of the results
as well. The results of the present study indicate that the sample
demonstrated conformity in alcohol consumption as well as a sense
of thwarted belongingness. Existing literature indicates that female
college students tend to show increased alcohol consumption
conformity as compared to males [13,30]. Additionally, research
indicates that females may be more sensitive to thwarted belongness
than males as well [31]. Though five males took part in the screening
process, none of them qualified for participation; this may have
been impacted by the screening questions, the manner in which
the screening questions were asked or that the males simply did
not qualify because there were not as sensitive to the experience
of thwarted belongingness or demonstrating alcohol consumption
conformity as the females were.

Additionally, the sample contained young adults on theta the
upper end of the age range and contained no one under the legal
drinking age of 21. It is possible that the outcome of the results
might have been impacted if younger or underage adults were
given the opportunity to make disclosures in a more anonymous
way within the screening and interview process. Also, having used
a researcher developed screening tool may have impacted the
outcome. Had existing, previously developed measures been used,
the sample may have been different.
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There are limitations within the present research design. It is
possible that the participants may have felt the need to consider the
social desirability of their answers, which would limit the credibility
of the results [32]. This remains a potential limitation despite the
fact that the researcher took steps to increase the likelihood of
honesty by assuring the participants of the confidentially of their
responses, that there were no correct or incorrect answers and
that there were no consequences based on their answer [32]. To
establish confirmability the researcher utilized triangulation to
help control against bias [33,34]. The researcher used triangulation
to establish dependability as well. The transferability of the results
may also be limited by the use of a purposive sample of individuals
from a similar geographic location [22,33]. Though not a part of
the inclusion criteria, all were students and located on the campus
of the same educational institution.

It has been recognized that the life-stage of young adulthood is
one in which there is an increased focus on one’s relational value,
which can result in increased susceptibility to peer influence;
thus, these individuals possess an increased tendency to engage in
conformity behaviors characterized as maladaptive with the intent
of increasing their relational value [7-13,35]. The findings of the
present study have expanded upon the existing research regarding
SMT to shed light on the portion of the sociometer that operates
within conscious awareness.

CONCLUSION

The participants’ descriptions of their lived experiences provided
evidence supporting the conscious awareness of the relationship
between self-esteem and relational value which supports existence
of the conscious portion of the sociometer that motivates behavior
in response to low self-esteem signaling decreased relational value.
SMT suggests an explanation of the sociometer and how itinfluences
one’s self-esteem; however, there is not a clear understanding of
the portion of the sociometer that operates within the individual’s
conscious awareness to impact one’s behavior. Consequently,
an exploration of the role of behavior as it relates to self-esteem
and social acceptance was essential to gain an understanding of
these attempts to increase self-esteem and relational value in the
population of young adult.

REFERENCES

1. Baumeister RF, Leary MR. The need to belong: Desire for
interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. IP

Devel. 2017;30:57-89.
2. Kashdan TB, DeWall CN, Masten CL, Pond Jr RS, Powell C, Combs D,

etal. Who is most vulnerable to social rejection? The toxic combination
of low self-esteem and lack of negative emotion differentiation on

neural responses to rejection. PLoS One. 2014;9(3):e90651.

3. Lodder GM, Scholte RH, Goossens L, Engels RC, Verhagen M.
Loneliness and the social monitoring system: Emotion recognition
and eye gaze in a real-life conversation. Br J Psychol. 2016;107(1):135-
153.

4. Layden EA, Cacioppo JT, Cacioppo S, Cappa SF, Dodich A, Falini
A, et al. Perceived social isolation is associated with altered functional
connectivity in neural networks associated with tonic alertness and
executive control. Neuroimage. 2017;145:58-73.

5. Brown CM, Shilling AA, Young SG, Berrong LE. Acceptance and
rejection of pets and parasocial others cause corresponding changes in
the self’s perceived relational value. Self and Identity. 2015;14(2):233-
251.

J Alcohol Drug Depend, Vol.10 Iss.5 No:1000370

OPEN aACCESS Freely available online

6. Leary MR. Sociometer theory and the pursuit of relational value:
Getting to the root of self-esteem. Eur Rev Soc Psychol. 2005;16(1):75-
111.

7. Harakeh Z, Vollebergh WA. The impact of active and passive peer
influence on young adult smoking: An experimental study. Drug

Alcohol depend. 2012;121(3):220-223.

8. Khan HA, Kamal Y, Saleem S. Peer influence on young adults’
products purchase decisions. ] Bus Econ Review. 2016;8(SE):83-92.

9. Laghi F, Liga F, Baumgartner E, Baiocco R. Identity and conformism
among Italian adolescents who binge eat and drink. Health, risk

Society. 2012;14(4):361-376.
10. Mahadevan N, Gregg AP, Sedikides C, de Waal-Andrews WG.

Winners, losers, insiders, and outsiders: Comparing hierometer and
sociometer theories of self-regard. Front Psychol. 2016;7:334.

11. Nikitin J, Schoch S, Freund AM. The role of age and motivation
for the experience of social acceptance and rejection. Dev Psychol.

2014;50(7):1943-1950.
12. Robinson E, Jones A, Christiansen P, Field M. Drinking like

everyone else: Trait self-control moderates the association between
peer and personal heavy episodic drinking. Substance Use Misuse.
2015;50(5):590-597.

13. Scaglione NM, Turrisi R, Cleveland M], Mallett KA, Comer CD.
Identifying theoretical predictors of risky alcohol use among noncollege

emerging adults. ] Stud Alcohol Drugs. 2013;74(5):765-769.

14. Cacioppo JT, Cacioppo S. Social relationships and health: The
toxic effects of perceived social isolation. Sci Pers Psychol Comp.

2014;8(2):58-72.

15. Machin TM, Jeffries CH. Threat and opportunity: The impact of
social inclusion and likeability on anonymous feedback, self-esteem,

and belonging. Pers Individ Differ. 2017;115:1-6.

16. Trautmann-Lengsfeld SA, Herrmann CS. EEG reveals an early
influence of social conformity on visual processing in group pressure

situations. Sci Neuro. 2013;8(1):75-89.
17. Reitz AK, Motti-Stefanidi F, Asendorpf JB. Me, us, and them: Testing

sociometer theory in a socially diverse reallife context. J Persy Sci

Psychol. 2016;110(6):908-920.

18. Jiang T, Geng L, Tang Y, Ye L. The implicit sociometer effect and
the moderating role of relational self-construal. Scand ] Psychol.

2016;57(6):601-606.
19. Orth U, Robins RW, Widaman KF. Lifesspan development of self-

esteem and its effects on important life outcomes. ] Pers Sci Psychol.

2012;102(6):1271-1288.
20. Wagner ], Lidtke O, Jonkmann K, Trautwein U. Cherish yourself:

Longitudinal patterns and conditions of self-esteem change in the
transition to young adulthood. J pers sci psychol. 2013;104(1): 148.

21. Strandell J. Culture, cognition and behavior in the pursuit of self-
esteem. Poetics. 2016;54:14-24.

22.Mayoh ], Onwuegbuzie AJ. Toward a conceptualization of mixed
methods phenomenological research. ] Mix Methods Res. 2015;9(1):91-
107.

23. Cacioppo S, Grippo AJ, London S, Goossens L, Cacioppo ]JT.
Loneliness: Clinical import and interventions. Perspect Psychol Sci.
2015;10(2):238-249.

24. Holwerda TJ, Deeg DJ, Beekman AT, van Tilburg TG, Stek ML,
Jonker C, et al. Feelings of loneliness, but not social isolation, predict
dementia onset: results from the Amsterdam Study of the Elderly
(AMSTEL). ] Neurol Neurosurg Psychiatry. 2014;85(2):135-142.

25. Tyler ]M, Branch SE. The influence of acceptance goals on relational
perceptions. ] Soc Psychol. 2015;155(4):325-37.
26. Ferrer RA, Dillard AJ, Klein WM. Projection, conformity and

deviance regulation: A prospective study of alcohol use. Psychol

Health. 2012;27(6):688-703.


https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781351153683-3/need-belong-desire-interpersonal-attachments-fundamental-human-motivation-roy-baumeister-mark-leary
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781351153683-3/need-belong-desire-interpersonal-attachments-fundamental-human-motivation-roy-baumeister-mark-leary
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0090651
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0090651
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0090651
https://research.rug.nl/nl/publications/loneliness-and-the-social-monitoring-system-emotion-recognition-a
https://research.rug.nl/nl/publications/loneliness-and-the-social-monitoring-system-emotion-recognition-a
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1053811916305286?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1053811916305286?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1053811916305286?via%3Dihub
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15298868.2014.976253?cookieSet=1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15298868.2014.976253?cookieSet=1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15298868.2014.976253?cookieSet=1
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/200008856_Leary_M_R_Sociometer_theory_and_the_pursuit_of_relational_value_Getting_to_the_root_of_self-esteem_European_Review_of_Social_Psychology_16_75-111
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/200008856_Leary_M_R_Sociometer_theory_and_the_pursuit_of_relational_value_Getting_to_the_root_of_self-esteem_European_Review_of_Social_Psychology_16_75-111
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0376871611003863?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0376871611003863?via%3Dihub
https://imsciences.edu.pk/files/journals/2016_vol8/Paper%206.%20Peer%20Influence.pdf
https://imsciences.edu.pk/files/journals/2016_vol8/Paper%206.%20Peer%20Influence.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254276440_Identity_and_conformism_among_Italian_adolescents_who_binge_eat_and_drink
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254276440_Identity_and_conformism_among_Italian_adolescents_who_binge_eat_and_drink
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00334/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00334/full
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263924919_The_Role_of_Age_and_Motivation_for_the_Experience_of_Social_Acceptance_and_Rejection
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263924919_The_Role_of_Age_and_Motivation_for_the_Experience_of_Social_Acceptance_and_Rejection
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Eric-Robinson-9/publication/270221202_Drinking_Like_Everyone_Else_Trait_Self-Control_Moderates_the_Association_Between_Peer_and_Personal_Heavy_Episodic_Drinking/links/559d670808aec720018273f9/Drinking-Like-Everyone-Else-Trait-Self-Control-Moderates-the-Association-Between-Peer-and-Personal-Heavy-Episodic-Drinking.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Eric-Robinson-9/publication/270221202_Drinking_Like_Everyone_Else_Trait_Self-Control_Moderates_the_Association_Between_Peer_and_Personal_Heavy_Episodic_Drinking/links/559d670808aec720018273f9/Drinking-Like-Everyone-Else-Trait-Self-Control-Moderates-the-Association-Between-Peer-and-Personal-Heavy-Episodic-Drinking.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Eric-Robinson-9/publication/270221202_Drinking_Like_Everyone_Else_Trait_Self-Control_Moderates_the_Association_Between_Peer_and_Personal_Heavy_Episodic_Drinking/links/559d670808aec720018273f9/Drinking-Like-Everyone-Else-Trait-Self-Control-Moderates-the-Association-Between-Peer-and-Personal-Heavy-Episodic-Drinking.pdf
https://www.jsad.com/doi/10.15288/jsad.2013.74.765
https://www.jsad.com/doi/10.15288/jsad.2013.74.765
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/spc3.12087
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/spc3.12087
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0191886916311643
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0191886916311643
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0191886916311643
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17470919.2012.742927
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17470919.2012.742927
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17470919.2012.742927
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fpspp0000073
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fpspp0000073
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/sjop.12330
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/sjop.12330
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0025558
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0025558
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Cherish-yourself%3A-longitudinal-patterns-and-of-in-Wagner-L%C3%BCdtke/35e9da612ff1fbd00e9f3e74713a67567d99827a
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Cherish-yourself%3A-longitudinal-patterns-and-of-in-Wagner-L%C3%BCdtke/35e9da612ff1fbd00e9f3e74713a67567d99827a
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Cherish-yourself%3A-longitudinal-patterns-and-of-in-Wagner-L%C3%BCdtke/35e9da612ff1fbd00e9f3e74713a67567d99827a
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304422X15000649
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304422X15000649
http://eprints.bournemouth.ac.uk/22955/1/Towards%20a%20conceptualisation.pdf
http://eprints.bournemouth.ac.uk/22955/1/Towards%20a%20conceptualisation.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1745691615570616
https://jnnp.bmj.com/content/85/2/135
https://jnnp.bmj.com/content/85/2/135
https://jnnp.bmj.com/content/85/2/135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00224545.2015.1008967
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00224545.2015.1008967
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08870446.2011.620106
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08870446.2011.620106

Bainter TEG, et al.

27. Heerdink MW, Van Kleef GA, Homan AC, Fischer AH. On the
social influence of emotions in groups: interpersonal effects of anger
and happiness on conformity versus deviance. ] Pers Sci Psychol.

2013;105(2):262-284.
28. Robinson E, Oldham M, Sharps M, Cunliffe A, Scott ], Clark E, et al.

Social imitation of alcohol consumption and ingratiation motives in
young adults. Psychol Addict Behav. 2016;30(4):442-449.

29. Biggerstaff D, Thompson AR. Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA): A qualitative methodology of choice in healthcare
research. Qual Res Psychol. 2008;5(3):214-224.

30. Dallas R, Field M, Jones A, Christiansen P, Rose A, Robinson E.

Influenced but unaware: social influence on alcohol drinking among

social acquaintances. Alcohol Clin Exp Res. 2014;38(5):1448-1453.

J Alcohol Drug Depend, Vol.10 Iss.5 No:1000370

OPEN aACCESS Freely available online

31. Van Orden KA, Witte TK, Cukrowicz KC, Braithwaite SR, Selby
EA, Joiner Jr TE. The interpersonal theory of suicide. Psychol Rev.
2010;117(2):575.

32.Miller T. Telling the difficult things: Creating spaces for disclosure,
rapport and ‘collusion’in qualitative interviews. Womens Stud Int

Forum 2017;61:81-86.

33.Hadi MA, José¢ Closs S. Ensuring rigour and trustworthiness of
qualitative research in clinical pharmacy. Int J Clin Pharm. 2016
;38(3):641-646.

34. Orth U, Maes ], Schmitt M. Self-esteem development across the life
span: A longitudinal study with a large sample from Germany. Dev
Psychol. 2015;51(2):248-259.

35. Collins SE, Spelman PJ. Associations of descriptive and reflective

injunctive norms with risky college drinking. Psychol Addict Behav.
2013;27(4):1175-1181.


https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037/a0033362
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037/a0033362
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037/a0033362
https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2016-30160-002.html
https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2016-30160-002.html
http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/3488/
http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/3488/
http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/3488/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/acer.12375
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/acer.12375
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037/a0018697
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Telling-the-difficult-things%3A-Creating-spaces-for-Miller/7acf44bbf03b64532dc25bb372bd4a46eeac01ce
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Telling-the-difficult-things%3A-Creating-spaces-for-Miller/7acf44bbf03b64532dc25bb372bd4a46eeac01ce
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11096-015-0237-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11096-015-0237-6
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0038481
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0038481
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0032828
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0032828

